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Can churches reach singles?

BY BOBBY ROSS JR. | THE CHRISTIAN CHRONICLE
OKLAHOMA CITY — Nathan Mellor doesn’t see a single reason for Churches of Christ to reach
out to unmarried Americans. He sees 92 million.

NUMBERS:

That’s the estimated number of never-married, divorced and widowed men and women in the

U.S. — about 42 percent of the adult population, according to the most recent Census data.

GROWTH.&
“If over 40 percent of Americans spoke Spanish or Chinese, we would learn Spanish or Chinese DECLINEIOF
to meet the need,” said Mellor, a singles ministry leader at the Memorial Road church in Pl -
Oklahoma City. “If 40 percent of Americans are single, it would seem to me that churches would THEfCHURCH

also benefit greatly by learning how to minister to them as well.”

SINGLES: ‘We believe that this population has
enormous potential and power’

Mellor, vice president for community engagement at Oklahoma Christian University, served as
chairman of the recent National Singles Ministry Conference. Held in conjunction with the university’s
annual “Quest” event for equipping ministries, the conference drew 40 participants from five states.
Organizers launched a Web site at www.singlefactor.com as a place for singles ministries to share
resources. They plan a second conference next year.

“In addition, we are hopeful that our Christian colleges will consider adding singles ministry courses
to their curriculum to better prepare future ministers to minister to this important group,” Mellor said.

Traditionally, churches have geared themselves more toward married couples and families than
singles, said Gary Cochran, singles minister and licensed counselor at the Prestoncrest church in
Dallas. That helps explain why children’s, youth and family ministries are much more prevalent than
singles ministries — and why singles at most churches comprise a small fraction of their community’s
overall singles population, said Cochran, who is 47 and single.

“We believe that this population has enormous potential and power. We want to give more time
and energy to it,” he said. “We want to emphasize that they are valued and loved and that they are
significant and vitally important in God’s kingdom.”

Cochran

NO PLACE TO FIT IN?

Some experts blame declining membership in Churches of Christ nationally on the “graying of the pew” — churches
marked by increasingly older memberships as young people leave. The 2009 edition of Churches of Christ in the United
States identifies 12,629 a cappella congregations with 1,578,281 adherents nationwide. Those figures represent 526
fewer churches and 78,436 fewer people in the pews than just six years ago. “It just hurts me to see a lot of my friends my
age turn away from the Church of Christ,” said Kyle Chandler, 27, who is single and involved with the 20s and 30s class at
the Southwest church in Tigard, Ore.



The 2005 graduate of Harding University in Searcy, Ark., said about half his friends no longer attend a Church of Christ.
“When | ask why, they say they just feel a disconnect with the Church of Christ when you are a young and single adult,”
he said.

As many Americans wait longer to marry, single church members sometimes feel caught in the gap between their high
school or college years and their eventual wedding, Chandler said.

“You are in that strange period in life of not being in college anymore but also not being married,” he said. “Many times,
singles will not feel a part of the church. It is a hard feeling going to church by yourself and wondering if you will be
noticed by anyone.”

Between 1970 and 2003, the median age of first marriages jumped four years — from 23 to 27 for men and from 21 to 25
for women, according to Census data.

Nichole Perrett, who is 30 and single, said she left a Church of Christ in Florida because she didn’t fit in. Members, she
said, would engage her in surface-level conversations: “How are you?” “How’s work?” Couples would ask her to babysit
their children. Church leaders welcomed her teaching an elementary Sunday school class — as if that were a single
woman’s only possible niche.

“I guess what | needed was to feel cared about and desired to be an active part,” Perrett said. “But no matter how much |
asked, | still couldn’t find my way to be involved in more roles.

“I felt unheard and useless, and | wasn’t growing,” she said. “It's a good church — good people — and they are doing
great things for the Lord. It just wasn’t a good fit for me.”

ANY SINGLES IN YOUR COMMUNITY?

In recent months, Terry Fischer, young adult minister at the Memorial Road church, contacted a number of Oklahoma
congregations to tell about planned areawide singles events, he said. “Most ministers or church secretaries | talked

to couldn’t think of singles in their congregations even though | know there are singles in their communities,” Fischer
said. “There is valid concern we are not effectively reaching married people also, but the numbers would show that our
outreach to singles lags way behind.”

In some cases, leaders view singles or the single life as defective and in need of fixing, Fischer said. But that neglects the
true purpose of singles ministry, he said: to serve singles, help them serve others and assist them in spiritual growth.

Another challenge is that “single” refers to a diverse group of people. Of the 92 million unmarried Americans, 60 percent
have never been married; 25 percent are divorced; and 15 percent are widowed.

“There is definitely a wide variety of singles, and it is difficult to define,” said Sherese Oles, 36, a Christian counselor
never-married single active in the Claude, Texas, church. “It is hard for someone who has never been married to be put
into a singles ministry with others that have had the experience of being married or having children.”

Despite the challenges, Mellor maintains that . k
churches can’t ignore such a large group of n "
unreached souls.

“If we could just reach 1 or 2 percent of the
singles in America over the next few years,” he
said, “it would double the size of Churches of
Christ in the United States.”

Mountains in southwest Oklahoma during a recent singles retreat.



THE SINGLE LIFE: Ministry leaders, church members discuss outreach efforts

Kevin Wilson

Never-married, member, Bammel church, Houston

“There should be a place where single adults can come and experience community. At the same time,
single Christians have some talents given to them by God that should be utilized by the church body
as a whole.

“Our group has done a tremendous job of enfolding ourselves into the church body as a whole. But at
the same time we have a presence to welcome singles to ‘do life together’ with other singles. We're
doing well, but we can do better.”

Judy K. Brummett

Never-married, member, former coordinator of Single Servants, Sandstone Drive church, Little
Rock, Ark.

“Perhaps congregations do not need more ‘singles ministries.’ After all, we are Christians first and then
singles, and we can minister where we are. That is, if accepted by other members of the congregation.

“I believe | am wellaccepted at Sandstone and am allowed to minister where | am best-suited.
However, that means | am usually working with the married members without even the possibility of
meeting other singles. “Singles in a church without a way of meeting other Christian singles tend to put
the single person in a never-ending loop. The best answer is not a singles ministry by congregations
but an areawide singles group. Further, there could be some type of meeting at the national level.”

Sherese Oles

Never-married, member, Christian counselor, Claude, Texas, church
“I have often been asked by leaders of the church why | am not married. The pressure is there, and it cannot be denied.

“Being single may be a transitional time for some, but it also can be a wonderful time in a person'’s life to have the
opportunities to minister to others and spend quality time with others that God intended for us to have.

“I don’t think singles ministry is always fully embraced because along with a ministry needs to be a plan. It can sometimes
be a weak ministry in that it is produced off of the feelings of loneliness or a sense of not belonging in the church setting.

“Often times singles ministries turn into more of support groups, and the plan is not there for growth. All types of ministries,
in my opinion, need to have a bigger focus as to what is beneficial for the whole body.”

Jay Kelley

Never-married, evangelist, Austin Street church, Levelland, Texas

“I think the singles ministry concept held a lot of folks back. They saw themselves as a demographic
that needed to be served instead of vital part of the body which needed to be engaged in ministry for
itself. Of course, | think a lot of our ‘ministries’ do that.

“At Austin Street, we are trying to place people into service based on talent and need rather than
demographic.

“Being single didn’t seem to affect my growth in the church at all. Of course, there were, and still are,
many older married women with nieces they want me to meet, but | can still run faster than they can.
Especially when I'm scared!”



Travis Murdock

Single, youth minister, Northtown church, Milwaukee
“| feel like the church could always improve in this area. In my personal experience, | feel like singles get overlooked or
are kind of their own clique, separated from the church.

“It seems like there’s no real break between teens and adults. What | mean by that is the college-aged group in lots of
churches doesn’t seem to exist, and so, once they graduate from high school, they must either attend the adult class or
look elsewhere for a singles group they can connect with.”

Ed Humphries

Young adult minister, Gateway church, Pensacola, Fla.

“I can’t tell you how many times I've heard church leaders, in reference to my group here at Gateway, tell me how much
they wish they had something for their young singles at their church. My response to them is, ‘Well, why don’t you?’

“The reasons vary: 1. No money in the budget. 2. Lack of interest (apathy) either from church leadership or the singles
themselves, depending on the age. 3. The young singles have already left (catch 22 if you know what | mean). 4. The

concept of hiring a minister is foreign to them (and oftentimes deemed as too progressive). 5. Fear of college-age kids
and the challenge that type of ministry brings. 6. Lack of an open-minded mentality toward singles ministry. 7. Stigmas
associated with singles.

“The list goes on.”

Cheryl Mann Bacon

Divorced, member, University church, Abilene, Texas

“I am relieved that UCC doesn’t have a singles ministry. It would be a good thing for the post-college
crowd, but | find myself pretty

comfortable most of the time in a Sunday school class that has one or two other single women in their
50s.

“The small group | go to on Sunday night is all couples plus me. None of them seem to mind, and
usually | don’t either. | love our class.”

Greg Fite

Widowed, singles ministry leader, San Jose church, Jacksonville, Fla.

“All the classes seem to be geared toward the couple in parenting, and of course, marriage enrichment is for the married,
or those close to getting married. We have had three single women leave the church since | have been there because
they feel left out.

“I am a rarity, being a widower with kids, and under 50. That being said, | have ‘friends’ at church, but most don’t know
how to deal with me, and | have felt like leaving more than once.”



ONLINE EXCLUSIVE: Reflections on working with, ministering to single
Christians
STEVEN GAINES | for The Christian Chronicle

For a few years after | graduated from college, | was in two singles minis-
tries—one in Abilene, Texas, and one in Norman, Oklahoma. Both of them
were positive influences in a time of my life that was bombarded with spiritual,
relational, and occupational brokenness.

The singles ministries provided me with meaningful friendships with young
adult Christians who were or had been in similar life situations. Many of my
brothers and sisters in those ministries, whether they identified with my expe-
rience or not, were supportive and encouraging in my spiritual journey. | will
forever thank God for the conversations, activities, and trips | enjoyed with the
participants of those singles ministries.

For a year, | volunteered as the leader of one of those ministers. Now, in my full-time ministry role, | get to serve with both
college students and young single adults who are not students. Drawing from my singles ministry experiences in three
different states, | can offer the following seven reflections. First, churches need to be as intentional and prayerful in this
area of ministry as they are in any other. Single adults, both young and not-so-young, often feel left out and unappreci-
ated. Churches tend offer sermons, classes, and seminars about family life, parenting, and marriage. However, in many
regions, similar resources for singles are minimal and hard to find.

Second, churches should recognize that there is no accurate stereotype of a single Christian. My experience a few years
ago as a single in my mid-20s was different from the experience of my friend who is approaching 40 and wondering if he
will ever get married. The experience of my friend who has decided to remain single in order to devote his life of celibacy
to God is different from that of my friend who recently lost her middle-aged husband in a work accident. My friend who is a
young single parent must deal with life in a way | cannot fully understand. | mention these experiences to illustrate that we
cannot rightly speak of “THE single life,” for the lives of single adults are so varied.

Third, based on the absence of an accurate stereotype, it often is unrealistic to try to serve all singles through one
ministry program. For example, recent graduates’ needs and interests are vastly different from those of singles parents,
widowed Christians, people who have been hurt through divorce, or Christians with a couple of decades of experience as
singles and no intention to get married. Singles in different life stages can identify with each other to an extent and can
benefit friendships with each other, but their needs in ministry are different.

Fourth, churches should abstain from assuming that all single adults want to get married. | am grateful that the singles
ministries | experienced in Abilene and Norman did not emphasize dating or preparation for marriage. Of course, dating
and marriage often happen among members of healthy singles ministries. However, if leaders turn a singles ministry into
a dating service or a marriage factory, they will frighten away many single adults seeking spiritual nourishment. (In my cur-
rent ministry, | try to plan discussions about dating and/or marriage no more frequently than once every two or three years.
However, if someone asks me for guidance in those areas, | am happy to comply.)

Fifth, churches should embrace a full and rich theology of celibacy (more than sexual abstinence!), drawing from experi-
ences, teachings, and examples in the Bible and the history of Christian spirituality. Such a developed view can enrich
single Christians’ meaning, purpose, and service in the Kingdom. Marriage and singleness both can be lived as spiritual
disciplines that draw us closer to God, and the church must encourage and equip single Christians for that adventure.

Sixth, churches should welcome single Christians into full ministry leadership. Often when opportunities to serve in min-
istry are available, singles get overlooked. A few years ago, | was a single young adult Christian with a college degree in
ministry and some part-time ministry experience from my college years, and most ministry job announcements required
candidates to be married, and many of them expected candidates to have children. That frustrated me almost to the point
of giving up. Of course, that is not always the case. However, the church should remember that some of the greatest lead-
ers in the history of the church were single.

Finally, churches that choose to give appropriate ministry attention to singles should also seek to integrate the singles into
larger church life. Christians in every demographic group need intimate, spiritual friendships with people in other groups.
Mutual edification happens through such relationships. Singles need opportunities for conversation, prayer, and fun with
their single peers. They also need meaningful partnerships with other Christians who value them as they are without ex-
pecting them to get married and have children.



